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Preface 


ChiWhan Yoo was born in 1908 in KyungSanNam province in 
Koreaanddiedin 1967 asa result of a car accident. Although he wrote 
some essays and novels, he is best known for his poetry. He wrote more 
than 160 poems and published 10 anthologies of his poetry. 

Yoo’s hometown, Choong Moo, is a harbor town and there is no 
doubt that it influenced his poetry greatly. The subject matter of his 
poetry is largely taken from nature, especially images of the sea. He 
was touched by allaspects of nature:flowers, animals, rocks and, most 
of all, people as a part of nature. Through nature, he emphasizes his 
dualthemes of the fullness of life and emptiness. The idea of emptiness 
in his poetry is existential. It is not the emptiness that causes one to 
feel helpless. It is, rather, an affirmative emptiness which one must 
overcome through life’s struggles. 

ChiWhan Yoo's poetry is characterized by his eagerness and 
enthusiasm for life and his resistance to that which oppresses life and 
that which is against the natural course of life. He is considered by 
many to be a representative of the Life School (Saeng-Myung-Pa) in 
modern Korean poetry. He has great nostalgic compassion for life as 
shown in “Longing, “The Messenger of Spring,” “Sick Wife,” and 
“Happiness. ” In spite of his great compassion for all of life, he often 
finds the daily social situation difficult to deal with. Consequently, a 
sense of emptiness is portrayed in his poetry. It is ironical that he 
simutaneously writes about contradictory themes that cannot coexist, 
the themes of the fullness of life and the emptiness in life. These two 
contradictory elements of life struggle, and the battle is depicted in 
his poetry. Both of these concepts, however, are so real to the poet that 
they suffuse his poems. 

His earlier poetry was written during the time of the Japanese 
occupation of Korea between 1910 and 1945; as a result, many of the 


poems are concerned with Japan’s oppression of his country. In these 
poems, he often expresses the agony that one confronts between the 
ideal world and reality. For example, in “Rock” he personifies the rock 
as a being which refuses to be compromised by outside forces in spite 
of the hardships presented by reality. Using irony of situation, he 
expresses the conflicts in human existence between the ideal and the 
real, the definite and the indefinite, and the emotional and the rational. 

In “Banner” his sense of limitation as one human being in society 
is explored through an object, the banner. One human being who has 
great dreams and ideals is symbolized by a banner that is fluttering 
in the sky but is also shown to bea limited being that can only flutter 
up to the very end of the pole. In the poem, the speaker's disappoint- 
ment and desperation are explicit; however, the speaker’s determina- 
tion to accept his destiny is also vividly drawn. The speaker does not 
simply escape from his reality, but rather he rationalizes himself, and 
his life force leads him to overcome his agony as one element within 
the fullness of life. 

Yoos personification of objects in nature expresses his sense of 
emptiness reflected through these natural objects such as in “Solitude,” 
“Rock” and “Writing on Life.” His determination to overcome the trials 
and hardships of life is expressed by the ideas of silence, stillness and 
endurance without a show of emotion. His poems that containa strong 
sense of emptiness are also often bitter and cynical. Because he 
explicitly states the irony between reality and the ideal, these poems 
are especially appealing. They expose the bitterness of life which 
coexists with the truth in life. 

Yoo placed greater emphasis on ideas and themes in his poetry 
than on style or technique. His rhetoric is direct and without 
elaboration. His free-verse poetry is prosaic, and he generously uses 
similies and metaphors. In order to portray his life force, he often uses 
images of fluttering suchas the fluttering waves of the sea. Sometimes 
his poetry tends to be overly idealistic, but such idealism only 
strengthens the consistency of his themes and ideas—the fullness of 
life and the emptiness of life caused by the dualities inherent in life. 


The feelings of lonelinessand desolation in Yoo'’s poetry are expressions 
of the emptiness that he explored in his poetry which, asa whole, was 
not negative but affirmative, filled with promise and hope for the 
future. 

We selected these poems because they focus on the themes of 
fullness of life and emptiness that Yoo was trying to express. The 
poems were written between 1931 and 1953. They were translated from 
among poems which appeared in the Korean version, ChiWhan Yoo: 
Modern Korean Poetry Literature 15 published by Ji-Shik-San-Up-Sa 
in 1981. 


—Okhee Kim & Kay McClanahan 
Seoul, Korea 
February 1998 
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Banner 


This is an outcry without noise 

The eternal nostalgic scarf 

Waving towards that azure utopia. 

Purity is fluttering like a wave 

Atopa flagstaff of crystal clear, genuine ideas 

Sorrow in the heart spreads its wing like a white heron. 
Ah! Who was it? 

He who thought to dangle for the first time 

This saddened and pathetic heart in the air 


Longing 


Itis windy today 

And my heart is crying. 

On the streets that | used to walk with you 

Under the sky that | used to watch with you 

{cannot find your face however hard I try. 

today’s strong wind makes me yearn for you all the more 
My heart cries in vain the day long 

Just like a banner in the sky. 


Mountain l 


From his forehead 

Breaks the day out of his dark night 

He is soaked when it rains 

And in the night above his head 

Holds sparkling constellations of young stars 
Each flying like a firefly. 


Oh, mountain! 

Prostrating yourself on the earth as if in pain 

Exposing your lonely back to the vast empty space 
Closing your eyes without words and comforting yourself 
Mountain! 

I, myself, am aging even as you! 


Daffodil 


A cluster of daffodils— 

Blooming at the corner of my miserable room 

The pure and delicate appearance gives off endless serenity 
Andstrokes painfully at my rough heart calloused in the morning bya hangover 
Oh, daffodils! 

Up to where did you modestly bloom? 

Now on streets 

The sky is dreary and gloomy 

The ground is frozen like stone 

The cold draught is cutting the skin 

Pale faces come and go, silently crouching 

In this cold, worn out world 

Daffodils, how could I believe 

The clarity and calmness of your birth? 


But definitely there was 

The innocent and graceful spirit 

In the gloomy air nestled like spring mist 

The patient and solemn roots were 

Buried alone enduring calmly the cold, profound pain of the deep entrosphere 
Daffodils, I bend over you 

And find the childlike smile and sparkling eyes of a young boy 

That everyone has forgotten completely 

Therefore I do not believe in this haggard life 

And in no way do grieve for it 

Oh, daffodils 

Isee 

In you the inborn innocence and foresight of the boy who will certainly return. 


Daffodils 

A cluster of poor flowers 

Hiding from whom did you bloom at the corner of my lonely room 
Reflecting silently on the whole world 

A cold figure of endless purity and delicacy 

In this freezing substratum of the season 

You are the silently raised hands 

Holding the promise of spring. 


Sick Wife 


When I ask if she is sick, she smiles faintly 

When she is sick, she closes her eyes quietly— 

A cluster of wild flower blossoms, wither and fade away 

So does a man live, sicken and pass away. 

Faced with it, even given the whole universe, we are helpless all the more 
ultimately cannot share your pain. 


I close my eyes silently and, my dear wife 

You contemplate this vainly endless 

Web of love with blood and flesh 

In this distant solitary vast emptiness 

Staring at the only lonely one 

Do you hear the dark colorless wind that blows mournfully under the earth 
Keeping the far off dim starlight in the heaven that you can no longer see? 
There stretching the lean hand of pity 

You pity the young birds for our fate. 


Ah! Long ago, you were 

A cluster of elegant flowers that burnt the ardor of my youth. 
In my miserable life 

You are just one comforting green tree of love and hate. 

Ahl Is this autumn? 

The autumn breeze blows over you calmly? 


If you were gone— 

Just the thought drives me like an animal filled with sorrow 
But it is only the thoughtless petulance of love. 

In face of the solemn truth 

You disappear like the wind 

And I will be left alone like the wind 

Ah, my very intimate but detached one! 
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Early Spring 


All through the night nurtured by the benevolent spring rain 
The morning has awakened brilliantly just like the beginning of the world. 


The image of a wife hanging out the wash standing on tiptoe is likewise 
beautiful. 

The croaking cry of magpies in the village up from the old tree 
branches too is filled with vitality. 


The black branches rise in full bud like thumbs 
In the sky, nourishing sunrays are dense as milk. 
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If I Long For 


In this valley where no one comes 

The sky is ever a blue lake 

Asasmall bird runs to another branch 

Pine pollen falls 

One solitary wild rose 

One single stone 

Boring to keep even one long day. 

If [had someone | indeed longed for in my heart 

It would be joyful even to hide away in this valley alone. 


Beautiful pine pollen, pine pollen 
Clings only to one hand. 
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Mountain 4 


For such a long, long time 
A high and mournful mountain I have yearned to climb. 


Even today it is in my mind and in my heart 
As Iroam the street in vain 

When I chat with my friend 

Over the fragrant azure smoke of cigarettes 
I visualize its rugged, sad face. 


The sun sets 

As I return through the hazy lamplit street 

Somewhere in this dark night 

Will stand blocking with its huge bulk within the true darkness 
Oh, my mountain 

Mountain! 
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May Rain 


After the rain savagely slaughters 

Somewhere a riotous flower garden 

It adheres to my window all day through 

The rain now only begs something just like a mendicant. 


Solitude 


In the broad daylight with the burning vitality of July 
Solitude quietly flows. 


One tiny reality rolling in the yard— 

Under the burning red sun,” are here and there scatttered crouching 
little stones. 

Iseein you 

The words of my tenaciously speechless soul and its purity 

As the sun sets in the west 

The shadow dimly grows 

Ah, at last, it surrounds the whole world 

Becomes the night of the shadow of my spirit. 


But it is daylight now, without shadow 
Crouching under the burning red sun 
Covered with milky white dreams 
Little stones, oh my spirit! 


* The literal translation is the sun of Tan-O festival. Tan-O is one of twenty- 
four seasons in the Korean traditional lunar calender, but the “burning red 
sun’ is used in order to giveaclearerimage of what the poet wishes to express. 
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Nostalgia 


lama fallen crow of loneliness 

Though walking confused on the cold weather roads 
My mind is far away at home 

Occupied by the red canellia under the blue sky. 


Folks in my village laughed at my dream 

I hated and deserted them like worn-out sandals 

Why cannot my mind be like the snake 

Missing the untrustworthy smiles and greetings like flowers? 


Oh, my home on the far southern shore 

The sparkling waves doze on the distant horizon 

The heart of a young wife like pebbles washed by billows 
Worried by the cry of sea-gulls. 


Hope flows into the torn pocket 

And I will not die 

Under the trees of the pavement ina cold, alien place 

Just like asickened black slave 

Oh! Where is my way home as the return of evening mountain birds? 


The Day of Peach Blossoms 


The cold draught clings to an old tree like a crow 

On a day of early spring, the scenery is obscure and portends dreary rain. 
Icome toa desolate deserted garden 

On a bare thin peach branch 

Isee a topknot of red buds 

Oh! What excessive excitement! 

My heart toward spring already flows beneath the wasted view 
This thin branch of life twists painfully, hiding from whom, 
The crimson red bud of innocence 

Just like the pure heart of an eighteen-year-old girl. 

Oh! My depression is sealed in, mole-like 

Why estrange myself from this season of far off fluttering? 
And travel this thorny way aimless and alone? 


Oh, all through the day of peach blossoms 
My heart aches like a canker. 


The Messenger of Spring 


Like a flower lantern, an unfurled apricot tree before the window 
Between the pink shadow of the branches 
Visits a little mountain bird, plays innocently and returns. 


Somewhere in this silent corner of the field all through winter 
She remains overlapping her teathers and curling her legs 
Seeks and comes out along this misty spring road to say hello. 


On the tip of the beautiful branch where you sat and left, remains the trace 

Fluttertug the branch, at a loss at some past point with no one to know 

Oh, those narrow roads woven endlessly from one shadow to the next 
shadow under the flower branch. 
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The Song of a Crow 


Today, like a sick animal, 

Icame out to the field of cold December 
Keeping secret the thoughts in my heart 
Having nowhere to go, sad and angry by myself. 


Under the cold sky pierced by the north wind of winter 

The moor lies abondoned but for a flock of flying and nesting crows 
The ground is frozen 

Grass and tree are dead 

Everything is gone with no intent to return 


Like pimps, they do not love truth 

I too live on that street 

Selling dishonor to spend miserly money 

Ah, where can I destroy posthumously this contemptible life? 


The sun does not come out from hatred 

Even the weather is cold and obscure as if seething with anger 

I will not go back to that street 

I put on my hat like a crow 

And yearn to be frozen as lam, ragged at the end of a desolate moor. 


Crane 


lama crane 

As I walk the street of black and white 
Sorrow presses on my throat like a bruise 
Icannot make a sound, any sound. 


~ Each one of us, every one of us holds a little of his hometown in his heart 
-Though it flows into the deep blurriness of light colors 
Ido not know the way to joyous Canaan for which I yearn. 


Only the dream carried on the sound of the blue pine breeze 
Fluttering in my mind like far wind and waves. 


Plumes are shabby and icy like an owl's, 

Alone self-esteem is high and sad 

My birth is somewhat shameful 

In the dark market street wandering without direction 
Looking up and holding night frost and star light 

As if lama reed 

—A barren crane. 


Rock 


When I die, I will be a rock. 

Not overwhelmed by compassion 

Not moved by joy and anger, 

Trimmed by rain and wind, 

In the closed silence of heartlessness ere a billion years, 
Lashing inwardly, only internally 
Forgetting life finally 

Flowing cloud. 

The sound of thunder from afar 

Does not sing ina dream 

I will be a rock that does not make noise 
Though splitting into two. 


yy 7 


Writing on Life 


My knowledge could not search out the poison of doubt 
Nor could I bear the burden of the love and hate of life 
When life is struggling like a sick tree, 

Let me go to the far away Arabain desert. 


The once risen burning sun is there beating down like a phoenix 
In the nothingness of eternity, everything perishes in the sand 

It is the end of burning sands 

Where only Allah struggles and wanders through the night. 


In that fiery loneliness, 

Standing alone in my fluttering clothes 

Confronting inevitably “myself” like fate 

I, my life, 

Cannot know again the true original figure 

So rather my corpse be burnt in a sand dune without regret. 


Star 


Because of the agony that pierces my heart 

You are without words and I too 

That night on which we endured last parting 

An innocently sparkling star on a nearby stream. 


The one star 

Now when my youth and passion are all spent 
Suddenly, clearly 

Revitalized crystal clearly— 


Though time flows 

Though my hair turns white 
Steadily, steadily, 

The one star will follow to my grave! 
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To Wind 


Wind, I do know 
Ido know what you are saying. 


Ido understand what you sing 
Waving the grass desperately 
Passing o’er my face 

Crying at the end of the sky. 


Closing my eyes as I lie down on the ridge of the mountain 
You reach to the very bottom of my soul 

Against the backdrop of this wide and vast sky and earth, 
My Mona Lisa! 


Where and how can I reach you ? 
Wind, I do know 
I truly do know your words even clutching a blade of grass and crying. 


Happiness 


—To love 

Is happier than to be loved. 

Today I 

Come to the window of the post office and write to you 
Where I can look out clearly at the emerald sky. 


Through the door facing the street many people come 
Each appearing preoccupied with individual thought 
Buying stamps and receiving telegrams hurriedly 
And send their sad, happy, and affectionate messages 
To ones they miss or to their homes 


Fluttering and suffering at the hands of the rough wind of the world 

In the garden of tangled compassion, leaned on and bloomed toward 
each more and more 

The ardent fate between you and me 

May be one bud of the beautiful true pink poppy. 


—To love 

Is happier than to be loved 

Today I write to you 

—My beloved one, adieu now 

Though this could be the last greeting of this world 
lam indeed happy because I did love you. 
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‘The sound of thunder from afar 
Does not sing ina dream. 
will bea rock that does not make noise 
Though splitting i into two. 


—from Rock 


‘When’ I chat wiih my tieed. 
“Over the f ragrant azure smoke of cigarettes 
I visualize its rugged, sad face. 


—from Mountain 4 


Only the dream carried on the sound 
of the blue pine breeze. 
Flutteringinmy mind _ 

like far wind and waves. — 


~ from Crane — 


Acold figure of endless purity and delicacy us 

In thisf reezing substratum of the season 
2 You are the silently raised hands: 

Ree Holding the promise of spring. 


- —from Daffodils. 
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